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ABSTRACT

Soft Skills: Adding the Human Component to Curricula
By
© Elizabeth Crane 2022
Master of Arts in Interpreting Studies
Western Oregon University
June 2022

The purpose of this research is to explore whether there are skills professionals
need in addition to their academic program courses. Specifically, this research
examines if interpreters need more than linguistic competency to be successful.
The literature across various professions states that recent graduates have gaps
in their education, those gaps are “soft skills.” A survey was developed to explore
what recent interpreting graduates needed in addition to language skills. 116
different interpreting entities participated. The survey results parallel those of the
literature review: soft skills are a requirement for success. Linguistic competency
is not enough to be a holistic interpreter. There is a call to action across
professions to inculcate soft skills into hard skill course curriculums. This can be
achieved through student-centered classrooms and soft skills can be assessed
using portfolios instead of standard rubrics.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

The interpreting training program I attended taught all important things to
the field of sign language interpreting—American Sign Language, Deaf culture,
and the interpreting process. Through my academic career and the first few
years working as an interpreter, however, I noticed that some graduates
seamlessly entered the interpreting field, some stumbled in, and others were not
welcome. I was curious how all those individuals, despite their comparable
training and similar competencies, were experiencing varying degrees of
success. Originally, I considered that graduates were utilizing different
interpreting models and that their methodology was the contributing factor to their
success, or lack thereof. When I observed that this was occurring among a wide
range of interpreters, I was led to believe that the main factor was unrelated to
inexperience or level of interpreting skill, that there was something more. I began
researching the characteristics of what makes someone “human” versus an
automaton performing a job. This led me to the vast ocean of literature on soft
skills and, from there, I found the term “educated illiterate.”
An educated illiterate is an individual who has a depth of academic
knowledge, but a substantial lack of knowledge and awareness outside of their
trade. This is an individual who is one-dimensional in their knowledge and skill
sets; a person who is well taught and versed in field-related skills, known as hard
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skills, but lacks substance and the qualifications to be hired or have long-term
success (Chakraborty, 2009a).
Students who graduate with an interpreting degree may not graduate as
interpreters with all the skills necessary to thrive. Per the research, more
organizations in various professions are seeking applicants that have skills
beyond the required coursework and degree. They are searching for skill sets
that make the candidate industry ready (Nair & Mukherjee, 2015, p. 209). Schulz
(2008) says for example, “It is of high importance for every student to acquire
adequate skills beyond academic or technical knowledge” (p. 146).
While graduates may be proficient in the skills related to their specific
profession, the gaps in their other knowledge banks can be problematic.
Interpreting graduates study the interpreting process and a second language but
may not be learning enough additional skills. This may negatively impact their
success as an interpreter. Soft skills set one individual apart from another. A pair
of interpreters could have the exact same degree and certification, however, if
one of them has more empathy and situational awareness, for example, that
could make them a better suited interpreter. Having a diverse skill set makes an
interpreter more than just a linguistic machine. Soft skills can make the
awkwardness of accessing communication through an interpreter dissipate.
These essential skills make any worker, graduate, or interpreter a multidimensional character with tools to get the job done effectively.
Soft skills are crucial in all aspects of interpreting. They can present as the
adaptability and awareness to how you present yourself when interpreting for a
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seven-year-old, 17-year-old, or 70-year-old. Understanding other cultures is
crucial to interpreting a message accurately and conceptually. The ability to
navigate wage negotiation, invoices, and the nuances of taxes is part of being a
working professional. Even the most skilled interpreter is not going to be
welcomed if they are habitually 20 minutes late. These observations were in line
with my theory that the implementation of academic knowledge contributed to the
overall success of an interpreter, alongside with applying that knowledge into a
real-world setting with real people. That application of knowledge is soft skills.
One interpreting mode or philosophy over another did not predict success.
Peer reviewed literature provided extensive examples of soft skills that
were used for the initial skill bank for my survey. There were roughly 170 soft
skills that were then categorized and narrowed through a series of pilot surveys
taken by my graduate cohort. The list was finalized at 33 skills. The consensus
across the literature and the data collected is that although soft skills are crucial
in any field, they are not always acquired or even acknowledged by graduation.
This research is important to all stakeholders including future employers,
clients, mentors, teaching programs, and interpreters. The call to action indicated
in the research is to have student-centric learning systems to infuse the
development of soft skills into courses. The academic community can implement
a soft skill-infused curriculum via a social constructivist teaching approach, with
the goal of producing holistic graduates who have acquired both hard and soft
skills. Instead of typical assessment techniques, portfolios can be utilized to
demonstrate soft skill growth. In addition to portfolios, the open-ended questions
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from the survey call for more mentoring to be implemented during and after
graduation.

Limitations
This is not an exhaustive list of soft skills, nor is this meant to be a list of
the only soft skills necessary for success.
A second limitation is the timeline in which the research was completed.
This thesis was started in 2016, and the survey was distributed and collected in
2018. There have been rapid cultural and professional changes starting in 2020
due to civil rights movements and the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey answers
do not reflect these new world changes.
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Chapter 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature across various professions states that recent graduates
have gaps in their education and are only “hard skill” proficient. The vague
concept of “soft skills” are those gaps. This literature review will define hard skills
and soft skills using a compilation of vast definitions across academic journals,
newspaper articles, podcasts, and textbooks. The purpose of this compilation is
to create holistic multi-dimensional definitions that are applicable to various
professional contexts. Throughout the literature review, there is significant
evidence that hard skills, obtained through a collegiate degree, are not sufficient
for college graduates to thrive. There is a clear call to action across professions
to inculcate soft skills into hard skill course curriculums. This can be achieved
through student-centered classrooms. Soft skills can be assessed using
portfolios instead of standard rubrics.

Hard skill definition
“Hard skills” is a term used to describe what are considered the technical
aspects in a professional field. They are domain-general, domain-specific,
domain-expertise, or domain-related (Macnamara et al., 2011; Nair and
Mukherjee, 2015; Klaus, 2007). They are also described as technical skills (Dean
& Pollard, 2013; Gokuladas & Menon, 2014) or core domain knowledge (Kulkarni
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and Kalkundrikar, 2008). Hard skills are defined as technical knowledge,
technical ability, technical requirements, technical competencies, or technical
know-how (Robles, 2012; Padhi 2014; Schulz, 2008; Mamidenna, 2009; S &
Seth, 2013). These skills appear in context to a profession, and are job-related
skills (Gokuladas & Menon, 2014) or occupational requirements (Prodanovic,
2014). Hard skills begin as academic knowledge (Padhi, 2014) and become
something that can be put on a resume (Robles. 2012, pp. 456-457). They have
been labeled as cognitive skills and abilities (Robles, 2012; Heckman & Kautz,
2012).
In summation, hard skills are known by various terms, but always in
relation to a specific skill set needed to perform a task; these are skills that can
be learned and measured (Mishra, 2014). In the realm of spoken or signed
language interpreting, the hard skills are fluency in multiple languages and the
interpreting process itself.

Soft skill definition
“Soft skills” is a term described in numerous ways across various
literature, dictionaries, business articles, and academic journals. It is a popular
term that is used to describe skills other than the hard profession-specific skills.
There is a broad array of skills that can be difficult to define (Prodanovic, 2014).
“Soft skills do not always have a consistent definition between different cultures,
places, and hierarchies” (Meeks, 2017, p. 5).
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Soft skills are considered the non-technical skills, abilities, informal
knowledge, and behaviors that are needed in addition to hard skills to achieve
success in a given career field (Klaus, 2007; Murti, 2014; Tadimeti, 2014). James
and James (2004) define soft skills as the unique qualities and talents an
individual has to offer. Sharma discusses how soft skills are an umbrella term for
various life and survival skills in the professional realm; they are desirable skills
that provide an “extra edge” (Sharma, 2009, pp. 19-20). Some define it simply as
the ability to interact positively with people (Mamidenna, 2009). Heckman et al.
(2006) and Cobb-Clark (2015) refer to these as non-cognitive skills.
Some literature describes soft skills as a complementary counterpart to
the occupational requirements of a job or other activities (Prodanovic, 2014). Soft
skills have been defined as a sociological term related to personality traits, social
graces, communication style, habits, attitude, etc. (Padhi, 2014). Researchers S
and Seth (2013) describe soft skills as, “indispensable to function competently in
any interpersonal relationship” (p. 7). These have been called employability skills
(Nair & Mukherjee, 2015; Karim et al., 2012). In referencing literature on soft
skills, Murti (2014) describes them as the non-technical skills required for certain
employment environments (p. 32). Robles (2012) characterizes soft skills as
21st-century skills.
Soft skills are not dependent on hard skills and offer a fluidity that changes
their applicability from context to context. Gokuladas and Menon (2014) label
them as the transferable skills. Soft skills allow you to use your technical abilities
and knowledge more effectively (Klaus, 2007). Hard skills are specific to the
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trade, domain, or job, but soft skills can be applied professionally and personally.
Soft skills are those that can be pragmatic across a variety of jobs and life
contexts. They are known as many things, “including key skills, core skills,
essential skills, key competencies, necessary skills, transferable skills and
employability skills” (Karthikeyan & Baskaran, 2011).
While it may seem that soft skills are similar to personality traits, and some
literature defines it as such, a personality trait is more innate to a person, while a
soft skill can be taught and practiced. A student may be drawn to a specific
academic route because of their personality. Soft skills help a student navigate
through their chosen route. Soft skills can also be taught by “unlearning”
something. Mishra states soft skills are called “soft” because they are flexible in
both the method of learning and their applicability (2014).

Educated illiterate
The measurement of academic and professional success heavily
emphasizes the importance of only learning skills that can be observed, tested,
and applied to a specific field (Mishra, 2014; Mamidenna, 2009; Robles, 2012).
Academic programs are able to use employment requirements to build curricula.
However, academic, professional, and personal success depend on skills that
are not easily tested. “Achievement tests miss, or perhaps more accurately, do
not adequately capture, soft skills—personality traits, goals, motivations, and
preferences that are valued in the labor market, in school, and in many other
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domains” (Heckman & Kautz, 2012, p. 451). Tested skills do not adequately
encapsulate the breadth of human capability.
The result of building academic programs entirely around an industry’s
hard skills produces the phenomenon of “educated illiterates”; people who are
well taught and versed in field-related hard skills but lack substance and
qualifications to be hired (Chakraborty, 2009a). An educated illiterate is an
individual who has a depth of knowledge in their trade but has a substantial lack
of knowledge in other facets. The graduates may be proficient in the specific
skills related to their field while having gaps in knowledge and other skills. When
applied to profession of interpreting, graduates are learning about the interpreting
process and becoming proficient in their second language, but they are not
learning other valuable skills and knowledge sets to be holistic and success
interpreters. Students taught with a singular focus on language and the
interpreting process run the risk of becoming educated illiterates. Having a more
diversified skill set that incorporates soft skills makes an interpreter more than
just a linguistic machine.
Gokuladas and Menon (2014) state that what colleges are offering and
what companies and recruiters are looking for do not always match up.
Programs’ current academia has a hard skill-dominant approach; graduates learn
the trade but are not able to effectively apply those skills outside of static
classroom settings and are not multi-dimensional or necessarily employable
(Mamidenna, 2009; Karim et al., 2012). Working in a service economy requires
not only a demonstration of physical skill, but also emotional service to
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customers, management, and oneself; there is “...a human service being
exchanged” (Thompson, 2015, p. 740). By only teaching hard skills, the human
component is lost.

Interprofessional valuing of soft skills
Stakeholders recognize that both hard and soft skills are essential
(Mamidenna, 2009, p.8). Schulz (2008) and Murti (2014) state that, for decades,
employers and educators have been complaining about the lack of soft skills in
recent graduates. Organizations and employers are seeking applicants that have
more than just the required coursework and degree; they are searching for skill
sets that make the candidate industry ready (Nair & Mukherjee, 2015).
Stakeholders understand that soft skills are as important as hard skills for
satisfying the occupational requirements and competencies of a job (Singh,
2013).
Graduates’ lack of soft skills has also been reported by the British
Association of Graduate Recruiters (AGR) 2007 (as cited by Schulz, 2008). New
graduates entering the workforce are academically proficient but lack basic soft
skills. People with the versatility of hard and soft skills are valued more than
those without (Joseph & Lakshmi, 2011). Companies are frustrated hiring people
with the requisite technical skills, but require invested time, money, and
resources to train soft skills that are essential for working with members of the
team. In fact, a graduate with hard skills and a strong technical background may
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be overlooked if they are lacking the soft skills needed to succeed with others in
a variety of contexts (Padhi, 2014).
Sharma (2009) conducted a survey among 50 middle- and top-level
executives, and the overwhelming majority were in consensus that there are
gaps between what is needed and what universities are “churning out.”
Graduates with professional degrees are found inadequate in working in the field;
these inadequacies are soft skills (Nair & Mukherjee, 2015).
Carnochan et al. (2014) conducted a study interviewing employers in
subsidized employment programs. When discussing employee success, job
satisfaction, and retention, the emphasis was placed on employee soft skills, not
their hard skills.
The Office of University Research and Education and the US Department
of Transportation, Idaho Engineering Works (IEWORKS), Airtel, DELL, IBM,
Chase Manhattan Bank, Pacific Bell, FPL, and the Institute for Industrial
Manufacturing and Management (IIMM) in Stuttgart, Germany all conducted
surveys and/or trainings on soft skills and their importance (Balaji & Somashekar,
2009, pp. 51-52). Gokuladas and Menon (2014) cite studies, including those in
Silicon Valley, where employers are not satisfied with soft skills of newly
graduated hires.
The research conducted in 2009 by the IIMM confirmed that the ideal
approach would be to have soft skills integrated into a practice-oriented
education. However, surveys show that there is a significant gap between what
stakeholders in the field want and what universities are providing (Balaji &
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Somashekar, 2009). Robles (2012) references several studies demonstrating the
importance of soft skills, in addition to hard skills, for long-term success. Some
employers rate soft skills as a top priority for entry-level qualifications. Graduates
are being hired for their soft skills and then trained in the necessary hard skills
(Gokuladas & Menon, 2014; Smith & Comyn, 2005).
Students need to not only learn soft skills, but also understand the
importance of these skills in themselves and others. A lack of soft skills can make
a person unsuccessful in their career, regardless of the domain pedigree.

Soft skills and interpreting
Dean and Pollard define interpreting as a “practice profession”; it is not a
fixed set of skills, but skills that require fluid applicability. Bilingualism and cultural
knowledge of the language are the technical components of interpreting, but not
the entirety of it. Other practice professions, such as teaching, counseling,
medicine, etc., require “complex, social assessments, judgements, and skills”
that are crucial supplements to the technical hard skills (Dean & Pollard, 2013, p.
XIV). Interpreters make many choices during an assignment that rely on both
their hard and soft skills.
“Communication does not mean only expressing our idea, statements and
grievances, but it also means effectively disseminating information” (Mishra,
2009, p. 29). Macnamara et al. (2011) conducted a study researching what they
considered “highly skilled” and “less than skilled” interpreters on their cognitive
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abilities and success. The findings show that certain soft skills make a difference
in predicting interpreter success.
Gile (2009) states that a translator assigns meaning to the message by
relying on their knowledge of the source language, but that they also rely on their
own world knowledge and skill set. “…Translators must balance their knowledge
about language with their knowledge about subjects” (Gabr, 2001, p. 3). Things
that are pertinent to translating studies are pertinent to interpreting studies, for
“many of the questions that plague the one also plague the other” (Metzger,
2000, p.3).
Interpreters need to have fluency in the languages they are working with,
as well as the ability to utilize their own extralinguistic or world knowledge
(Janzen & Korpiniski, 2005). Kiraly (2000), Nida (2001), and Munday (2016)
deliberate why translators and interpreters must have a diverse subject matter
knowledge, rather than mastering just one specialty prior to entering the field.
Throughout the extent of an interpreter’s career, not all topics encountered can
be predicted. Skills to adapt, research, and understand new and different
contexts are crucial for graduates to have enough confidence to interpret topics
they did not specifically study. Interpreters cannot be linguistic hermits.
Competency does not rely just on knowing the proper language. It entails, “being
able to use tools and information to create communicatively successful texts that
are acceptable as good translations within the community concerned” (Kiraly,
2000, pp. 13-14). Soft skills are necessary in interpreting, translating, and all
professions.
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Blended approach
Soft skills and hard skills should not be viewed as a rigid dichotomy, nor
are soft skills meant to be taught over hard skills. Soft skills are to be used
alongside hard skills, not to disguise hard skill inadequacies (Schulz, 2008). Both
skill sets are crucial. Hard skills and soft skills enrich each other, make a
graduate multi-dimensional, and should be taught together. “A very elegant way
of offering soft skills training to students is to embed it into the teaching of hard
skills” (Schulz, 2008, p.153). Anju (2009) supports the change in the
conceptualization of soft skills training. There is an increasing awareness that
soft skills need to be embedded in student courses for students to be successful
in all aspects of their career and life. A holistic approach is needed to teach an
array of skills. Banerjee (2009) describes the relationship between hard skills and
soft skills with the illustrative example of a doctor explaining a condition to a
patient. Language proficiency in English is the hard skill, while the ability to
match the English style to the situation is the soft skill. If the doctor is unable to
utilize soft skills to match communication needs with the patient, the message will
be lost, regardless of the expertise of the clinician. “The same language spoken
by people belonging to two different communities or two different regions may
assume different textures” (p. 20).
Karim et al. (2012) conducted a large-scale study on the soft skills of
graduates. They deduced that not only should there be specific soft skill courses,
but also that those soft skills need to be infused into academic curricula.
Chakraborty (2009a) refers to this as the “blended approach.” Malhi (2009)
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advocates for a comprehensive and integrated approach in teaching soft skills. S
and Seth (2013) state that it is crucial that soft skill training be added to
educational curriculum.
Nida (2001) discusses the need to teach translation students holistically.
Students in various programs of translation find heavily front-loaded translation
theory courses to be the least helpful. Courses that are more involved in
developing translation and interpreting skills alongside other bodies of knowledge
are more beneficial than information compilation courses.

Educational theory and student-centered learning
Traditionally, teachers are the “sole performer” in a classroom (Subapriya,
2009, p. 37). The teacher speaks for the duration of the class while the students
listen. Educational philosopher John Dewey critiqued classrooms as being set up
“for listening”; students passive in their learning and given a pre-packaged set of
knowledge (1900, p. 31-21). The concept of active learning versus passive
listening is not a new academic approach. Aristotle believed learning came
through experiences known through our five senses. Plato thought learning
needed introspection after a social event. Confucius viewed learning as a moral,
ethical, endeavor with the goal of becoming fully human (Miriam & Bierema,
2014). “As early as the sixteenth century, active learning and student selfdetermination were components of Rabelais’ humanistic realism and his satire of
scholastic formalism” (Levant, 2016, p. 370).
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Lev Vygotsky, a 1900s psychologist, wrote about social constructivism;
the idea that individuals are active participants in creation of their knowledge.
When humans interact, the different knowledge sets interact and build on one
another, resulting in a social constructivist education. Psychologist Albert
Bandura visualized a triangle—the person, the environment, and the learning—
as three interactive components (1986). Psychologist Carl Rogers (1983) is
credited by some to have established a student-centered approach to learning,
versus the teacher, or “facilitator-centered”, style. Driscoll (2005) described
learners not as, “empty vessels waiting to be filled, but rather active organisms
seeking meaning” (p. 387).
These educational theories support that learning happens best when a
learner is actively engaged, not passively ingesting. The literature calls for active,
student-centric learning systems for the development of soft skills. Graduates will
be well rounded at entry or novice level rather than catching up in soft skill
trainings after the completion of their academic career:
Any educator’s dream is that graduates, especially from tertiary education
institutions, should not only be experts in a certain field but matured
personalities with a well-balanced, rounded off education. However, this
characteristic is reflected in soft skills, not in hard skills. (Schulz, 2008, p.
151)
This is seen also in the translation and interpreting:
Rather than entailing a set of finite skills and knowledge to be ingested
passively, memorized and regurgitated, I propose that translator education
be seen as a dynamic, interactive process based on learner
empowerment; on the emancipation of students from the domination of the
teacher and from the institution as the designated distributors and arbiters
16

of truth; on a change in focus from the tyranny of teaching, to learning as a
collaborative, acculturative, and quintessentially social activity. (Kiraly,
2000, pp .17-18)
If students are engaged in the material and provided a model, soft skills
will naturally integrate (Murti, 2014). Kiraly (2000) echoes similar statements;
teachers do not teach these things, but model them (p. 30).
Students who actively participate in the learning of hard skills will
“inevitably and unconsciously” utilize soft skills (Schulz, 2008, p. 152).
“Interpersonal knowledge becomes intra-personal knowledge” (Kiraly, 2000, p.
38). There are some business schools that are shifting their andragogy to a
student-centered learning system. The goal is to ensure that soft skills are taught
alongside business and management skills, with an emphasis on teaching the
implications and importance of soft skills (Murti, 2014). Mamidenna (2009)
illustrates that we do not function in isolation; soft skills are imperative to be
successful and they are acquired via human interactions. Nair and Mukherjee
(2015) state that “soft skills require time, mentoring, informal learning and other
environmental supports” (p. 213).
When coursework is interactive, the development and practicing of soft
skills naturally occurs. “Personal guidance by competent teachers is far better
than any textbook on translating, because translating is essentially a skill, and
skills are best learned in an apprenticeship context” (Nida, 2001, p. 85). Learning
rarely occurs “in splendid isolation from the world in which the learner lives”
(Jarvis, 1987, p. 11).
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Assessment and portfolios
Soft skills can be difficult to evaluate with a traditional approach.
Academia, certifications, and employee screening follow rubrics with a grading
structure. A traditional grading rubric or certification examination may not show
skill development and competency of soft skills such as flexibility or
professionalism as clearly as a language skill taught and practiced in the
classroom. The hard skills that are needed for a specific field are more clearly
defined in academic and professional realms. Soft skills are broadly defined and
identifying which soft skill to utilize depends on the context. This makes it more
difficult to evaluate on a standard rubric.
Another perspective on the reasons soft skills are more difficult to assess
than hard skills comes from Padhi (2014), who explains how hard skills are
easier to teach or train because the majority of learners are brand new to the
information. There is no unlearning to be done. You can track and grade from “no
skill” to “proficient.” Soft skills are skills a person may have been developing, or
neglecting, their entire lives. These skills are challenging to evaluate because
there is no clear definition, clear base line, or a clear proficiency criterium.
Robles (2012) discusses how hard skills are typically only related to a
specific task or context. Hard skills are quantifiable; something that can be tested
and measured. Soft skills, however, are applicable in all aspects of life, less
tangible and harder to quantify (p. 460).
This should not be a deterrent. Traditional academic systems for teaching
and assessing may not be the most effective route for blended skill sets, which
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means non-traditional approaches should be explored and that the method must
be seen as a process, more than a product (Kiraly, 2000).
One approach is the utilization of a portfolio for tracking skill development.
A portfolio is a visual representation of progress, a “collection of a student’s work
over a period of time which reflects the student’s learning process” (Mamidenna,
2009, p. 10). Meeks (2017) supports Mamidenna’s methodology as an effective
approach to teach and assess soft skills. Just as hard skill assessment gauges
are developed for specific courses, portfolio requirements could be developed for
different soft skills. There is the flexibility of individualizing portfolio requirements
to each student and course. Portfolios can be a compilation of papers, videos,
projects, group discussions, classroom involvement, or student reflections—there
is much variation in what a portfolio could contain. To McDonald (2012), a
portfolio is not a “random collection of observations or student products” or a
“scrapbook or album or a collection of photos placed together” (p. 336). A
portfolio is a compilation of student work that demonstrates growth and progress
for specific goals. The goal is established first, then the design and evaluation
are created (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).
Portfolios complement a blended skill classroom. Qvotrup and Keiding
(2015) explain how portfolios create environments in which students and
teachers connect and collaborate as researchers and learners. “By
communicating and negotiating with peers and more experienced (and thus more
knowledgeable) others, we acquire a feel for correctness, appropriateness, and
accuracy… that is grounded in our social experiences and bound up in the
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language we use and share…” (Kiraly, 2000, pp. 3-4). The use of individual
portfolios allows students the opportunity to collaborate with sources inside the
classroom and can also be extended to the outside community.
Chadha (2006) observed that, “effective skills development depends on
opportunities to practice skills with support and guidance, encouraging reflection
and subsequently development” (p. 23). An enhanced program that utilizes
portfolios for assessment gives the student a physical representation of their soft
skills, adjacent to their resume of hard skills.
Hard skills and soft skills are necessary for professional success. For
interpreters, translators, and professionals in general to become holistic
practitioners, curricula and educators must embrace soft skills. By utilizing a
social constructivist classroom to teach blended skills, and portfolios to measure
development, this can be achieved.
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Chapter 3

METHODOLOGY

Theoretical framework
In the world of interpreting, there are many dynamic pieces at play. The
location and the context of the assignment can be anywhere and about literally
anything. If a context has language, then there can be an interpreter. Interpreter
training programs teach language and the interpreting process, but that may not
be enough to navigate the interpreting field. Interpreting for a geriatric
Alzheimer’s patient, a Broadway musical, a wedding, or a high school agricultural
class field trip to a slaughterhouse, are all real interpreting scenarios. Are
graduates with language proficiency and interpreting skills sufficient in the
innumerable types of topics an interpreter can find themselves in?
Research across fields has stated that hard skills being the only skills graduates
have is not enough. This is true to interpreting as well.
Fluency in the source and target languages (e.g., ASL), as important as
this control is for all interpreters, is by no means the singular determinant
of who will or will not be an effective interpreter in a given interpreting
situation (Dean & Pollard, 2013, p. 17).
With validation of academic research stating that the broad term of “soft
skills” is missing, is it possible to define what soft skills are needed in
interpreting?
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The quality and skills of an interpreter involves several stakeholders:
interpreting students and teachers, working interpreters, clients in all settings,
and the employers. While all these players would provide beneficial insight, the
employers’ perspective was chosen for this study for several reasons. As stated,
the literature demonstrates that new graduates across various practice
professions, globally, are not being hired, or are hired and then are having to
take courses and trainings in soft skills (Gokuladas & Menon 2014; Johnson,
2006; Klaus, 2007; Malhi, 2009; Murti, 2014; Tadimeti, 2014; Wells, 2013).
The employers doing the actual hiring, screening, and extra training could
answer what they see lacking in new graduates. Furthermore, employers receive
feedback from their clients and other interpreters which lends this survey multiple
perspectives and voices. There is the possibility that the hiring person is also a
working interpreter who, therefore, would work with novice interpreters in several
capacities. The final deciding factor of whom to send the survey to, was
accessibility. Employer contact information for spoken and signed languages is
more readily and ethically available than client contact information.

Design of the investigation
While researching related literature, a soft skill bank was built. Every time
a skill was mentioned, it was added to the bank. See Appendix A for the list of
literature utilized. The initial skill bank had roughly 170 skills. A pilot survey was
sent out to the researcher’s graduate cohort. The cohort was asked which skills
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they found repetitive, important, or not needed. After several collaborations, the
list was finalized to 33 terms:
Professional Work Ethics
Customer Service
Dependability
Cultural Awareness and Sensitivity
Ability to Admit Mistakes/Accept Responsibility
Adaptability and Flexibility
Confidence
Respect
Teamwork
Emotional Intelligence/Maturity
Ability to Receive Feedback and/or Criticism
Situational Awareness
Well-Rounded
Interpersonal Communication Skills
Critical Thinking
Humility
Empathy
Positive Attitude
Self-Monitoring
Doesn't Gossip
Patience
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Values Education for Professional and Personal Benefit (in Self and
Peers)
Decision Making Abilities
Stress Management
Matches Company Culture
Conflict Resolution
Humor
Self-Motivated
Balance
Tenacity
Written Communication Skills
Leadership
Ability to Give Feedback

A survey was developed using the 33 terms (see Appendix B). The
survey included demographics, Likert scales, a rating component, and four openended questions. The survey and research opportunity was distributed in the
hopes of reaching signed and spoken language entities as participants.
The first portion of the survey collected demographic information about the
survey taker or the entity which they represented. The first question asks, “Which
settings does your company provide interpreting services for?” with the option of
selecting multiple pre-written options or filling out a blank text box as needed.
The second question asks, “What languages (signed and spoken) does your
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company provide interpretation for?” The next question asks the survey taker if
they themselves were working interpreters. The fourth question was optional: “If
you provide services for signed languages, what is your hearing status (e.g.,
hearing, Deaf, hard of hearing)?” The next two questions were tied together; the
first asked where the entity itself was located, with the follow up of, “Where do
you provide services?” The final question was open ended, asking if there was
any additional demographic information they would like to provide.
The survey was designed to see how the soft skills were valued
individually and comparatively. The first portion of the survey after demographics
contained a list of defined soft skills with individual Likert scales of importance
labeled 1-5; 1 Not Important; 2 Somewhat Important; 3 Important; 4 Very
Important; 5 Extremely Important (Critical). This presented the opportunity for
each skill to be rated as an individual trait.
The second section listed the soft skills and asked the surveyor to select
the top 5-10 skills they viewed important in an interpreter. It was reiterated that
these are skills in addition to the novice interpreter’s linguistic and interpreting
skills. While all soft skills presented have value, this section looked to find which
skills the participant would choose when provided the limitation of 5-10. The list
included a hyperlink for the soft skill definitions.
The final section of the survey asked four open ended questions: What
soft skill(s) do you find most lacking in the interpreters you interview? What
specific traits do you consider “deal breakers” when interviewing interpreters?
What soft skill(s) would you most like to see interpreting students learn and

25

practice before applying for a job with your company? What other comments,
ideas, or suggestions do you have?

Population sample
Individual emails, as well as the “snowball effect” were utilized in the
distribution of the survey. The participants of this study were entities that hire
interpreters of all languages, such as agencies, schools, video relay services,
etc. Online research utilizing Google, business websites, academic websites, and
agency lists provided the researcher with an initial 1,500 email addresses
collected from public website pages. From this initial 1,500, approximately 1,100
surveys were successfully delivered to working email addresses. The 400 that
were not delivered were expired email accounts, or companies that responded
that they did not provide interpreting services. One participant requested the
ability to post the survey on a LinkedIn forum that housed 6,000 members.
Several other participants asked if they might post the survey on their social
media accounts as well, and all were given permission to do so. The survey was
published on the researcher's social media accounts, with a request to forward
the survey invitation on to other professionals who might be interested in
participating in the research study.
An email was sent out three weeks after the initial contact, reminding
participants of the survey closing, with a request to pass the survey along to their
peers if they had not yet done so.
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Treatment and processing
The survey was made with Google Forms. There were 116 replies.
Demographics and qualitative data were processed via Google Forms and Excel.
All demographics were self-reported, and the email addresses were not tracked
to maintain anonymity. The demographics were made into various lists and
graphs, seen below. The Likert scale of 33 terms created a combination scatter
plot displaying the maximum rating given, the minimum rating, the mean, and the
mode. The list of terms is listed with the number of times it was selected and the
corresponding percentage.
The fourth open-ended question responses were synthesized with open
coding, and the coded units were divided into five overarching themes.
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Chapter 4

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The survey had 116 complete responses. The answers were selfdisclosed. For anonymity, no contact information was gathered. The data was
processed using Microsoft data analysis product. See Appendix C for Crane Soft
Skill Survey.

Section one: Demographics
The first section of the survey was demographics, which included
questions on general location, professional settings, and languages. The first
question asked, “What settings does your company provide interpreting services
for? (Select all that apply.)” There were 10 options: nine provided and one free
text without restriction on how many boxes could be selected (see Table 1). The
labels provided were as follows: Education K-12; Post-Secondary Education
(College, Trade Schools); Medical; Consultative; Community/Various settings;
Video Relay; Legal; Mental Health; Performing Arts; Other. From the 116
surveys, there were 487 reported locations.
This information was collected to demonstrate the scope of interpreting.
Essentially, if there is language, there can be an interpreter. From a cursory
analysis, there were not any soft skills predominantly valued in one setting
versus another, however, there is opportunity for future study to dissect the
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The next demographic question asked was, "Are you a working
interpreter?" 78 participants reported they were working interpreters. 38
responded they were not, and eight provided additional information such as they
are a manager at interpreting agency, Disability Services Director, retired, and
that they are bilingual and use the language in other capacities (See Figure 2).
Answers to this question demonstrate that the hiring entities or higher
management staff have multiple roles and interact with interpreters in several
different capacities in which they are able to observe which soft skills they have
noticed are needed. The 38 participants that are not working as interpreters
reaffirm that stakeholders include people in and out of the active interpreting
environment.
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Figure 2
Participants Who Are Working Interpreters

Note: 78 self-reported working interpreters and 38 responses of “no” or “other.”
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The participants of the survey were asked in which state they were
located. All 50 US states were selected across participants, and one response
listed, “Overseas, Middle East”. The second geographic demographic question
asked where services were provided. All 50 states (and Washington, DC) were
selected. In the free form “other” box, answers ranged all over the world including
Argentina, Australia, Bahamas, Brazil, Canada, Caribbean, Central America,
Chile, Colombia, Europe, Guatemala, Iraq, Ireland, Japan, Latin America,
Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and Thailand (see Figure 3).
The literature on soft skills spans the globe. It was important to
demonstrate that the need for interpreters with soft skills is observed in the
United States and worldwide. This shows that the missing soft skills in graduates
is not a geographic issue, it is an academic one.
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Figure 3
Geographic Locations Served
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The final demographic question was an optional free text box for any
additional demographic information. There were 27 answers. Most of the
answers were further explanation of demographics, such as in which specific part
of a state they are located. This was omitted for anonymity. Others explained that
they would be willing to provide services anywhere. Some explained what they
interpret in specific settings, which were included in Table 1. There were a few
unique answers. One response was a “woman owned small business.” One
respondent added that they have an interpreter who “has adapted her signing to
include the Navajo language in order to communicate with members of her
community who are deaf.” There was a participant that focused solely on athletic
interpreting. One answered that they are “one of the largest community based
[sic] interpreting agencies in the country.” The final unique answer was “working
in unstable environment with displaced people and [people with disabilities].”

Section two: Likert scales and soft skill ranking
An oversight noted in the survey is that there were 33 soft skill terms, but
only 32 individual Likert scales. The skill, “values education for professional and
personal development (in self and peers)” was not presented in a Likert scale but
was included in the portion of the survey where participants were asked to select
what they considered to be the top 5-10 soft skills. The open-ended questions
contained responses that support the value of professional and personal
development. The omission of this Likert scale did not have an observable
negative impact to the overall research.
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Likert scale scores for soft skills
Figure 4 is a compilation of 32 soft skills collected through the literature
review. Each skill was given an individual Likert scale and viewed as individual
traits, and participants were asked to select the level of importance: 1 Not at all
important; 2 Somewhat important; 3 Important; 4 Very important; 5 Extremely
important (Critical). The combined graph of responses shows the mode, average,
maximum score given, and the minimum score given.
Each term was given, “5 Extremely Important (Critical)” at least once, so
the max line is a straight line at 5 on the x-axis for all skills. Not a single average
was below the 3 threshold, showing that, overall, these specific soft skills have
value and are viewed as important. While all of the skills had a maximum of 5,
and an average above 3, 12 of them had a minimum score of 1. Figure 5 is a
stacked bar graph that shows how many of each response was given. Those 12
are humor, empathy, matches company culture, teamwork, ability to give
feedback, emotional intelligence/maturity, decision making abilities,
dependability, written communication skills, balance, tenacity, and leadership.
When compared to Figure 6, only eight of those skills were in the bottom 12
when ranked by importance.
A second interesting dynamic between the Likert scale graphs (Figures 4
and 5) and Figure 6, which indicates importance of each skill, was the quantity of
responses for the top skills. Professional work ethics and presentation had 101
responses of ‘”5 Extremely Important (Critical)” When compared to the ranking of
skills, however, it was only chosen 81 times as a top skill.
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This demonstrates the dynamics of interpreting and the pertinence of
having a large range of soft skills. One survey respondent that works primarily in
the legal system marked humor as, “1 Not at all important,” whereas a response
from miliary interpreting marked humor as, “5 Extremely Important (Critical)” on
the Likert scale.
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Figure 6
Soft Skills Participant-Ranked Hierarchy
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The second survey section listed the 33 soft skills and asked participants
to rank them in order of importance (see Figure 6). Definitions can be found in
Appendix B.

Section three: Themes from open-ended questions
The third portion of the survey included four open ended questions. These
were formatted as “long answer text” and optional.
1. What soft skill(s) do you find most lacking in entry level interpreters?
2. What specific traits or soft skills do you consider “deal breakers” when
interviewing interpreters?
3. What soft skill(s) would you most like to see interpreting students learn
and practice before applying for a job with your company?
4. What other comments, ideas, or suggestions do you have?
From the answers provided, five themes were identified: Professionalism,
Understanding of the Profession, Humanity, Self, and the Educational Institution.

Professionalism
Professionalism and soft skills related to the working ethics of an
interpreter were valued high on the Likert scales, on the ranking of skills, and in
the opened ended questions. There was a call for more professional skills, and
statements of the lack of professional skills being “deal breakers”. One survey
stated “We are only interested in professionals. We are not concerned with
training” (participant response).
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Reponses of what is wanted and needed in interpreters categorized under the
Professionalism theme:
•

Basic business skills
o Managing a schedule
o Timesheet completion – correctly and on time
o Completing Paperwork – W9’s, tax paperwork, contracts, mileage
o Using a professional “adult” email address

•

Knowledge of workplace etiquette and meshing with company culture

•

Dependability

•

Being a “working adult”
o Time management and punctuality
o Personal conduct

•

Recognizing that they (the interpreter) represent the company and/or
client

•

Maintaining physical appearance – to be aware of what visual, auditory,
and olfactory impression is being projected by clothes, body, and personal
belongings
o Knowing what clothing and accessories are appropriate for the
setting
o Clean, well-kept clothing
o Personal hygiene – showered, brushed teeth, “looking clean”
o Odors – aware of body odor and potent fragrances

•

Working well with others
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o “We need people who can be flexible and supportive to the entire
team - interpreters, secretaries, directors” (participant response)
o “We can work on developing and fostering skills, but we want
supportive team players that can be positive in an environment that
can be stressful and full of last-minute schedule changes. We need
people who will show up when they are supposed to show up or
take the initiative to get assignments covered by working with the
team and director” (participant response)
o Strong customer service skills
o Effective with conflict resolution
o Written communication skills, specifically e-mails
o Accepting ideas and education outside of the alma mater
o Receptive to feedback and having a dialog about the work
•

Maintaining a professional social media persona

•

Refraining from toxic work habits such as gossiping and having a poor
attitude

•

Maintaining confidentiality

Understanding of the profession
The next theme was understanding of the interpreting profession. These
are specific to working as an interpreter. The interpreting process is not a wordfor-word process, and different clients have different preferences. Understanding
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that each interpreting situation will be different and knowing what skills are
needed is a soft skill interpreters need.
Other responses under this theme:
•

Knowing what they are “worth”
o Understanding rates for the type of job
o Knowing what a fair compensation is for their skill set and being
able to advocate for themselves

•

Pro Bono work
o Knowing when it is appropriate to work pro bono
o Being willing to work pro bono and serve a community

•

Personal pulse check on interpreting – in their language and country
o Ability to keep up to date on what is necessary to work, in
accordance with different state certification and training
requirements
o If the certifications, job, or training requires continuing education,
maintaining honesty and completion of requirements

•

Being aware of the powers and privileges they have as an interpreter

•

Understanding that feedback improves personal skill, but also improves
the interpreting provision overall

Humanity
The third theme was soft skills related to the humanity of interpreters.
Interpreting will happen with clients and teams of all ages, experiences, and
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backgrounds. An interpreter is privy to people’s most vulnerable moments.
“Creating humane interpreters is important, skills can be acquired over a lifetime”
(participant response).
These skills are how we connect with each other as humans:
•

Humility
o Not being “above” a job, setting or client

•

Empathy

•

Respect for clients and other interpreters
o Including respect of their backgrounds and experiences
o “We have six generations in our workplace and each comes with
their own norms, values, expectations, etc. I believe students today
can great learning by understanding the values, dynamics and
expectations of each generation to ensure mutual respect and
appreciation for different perspectives” (participant response)

•

Strong emotional intelligence and maturity

•

Understanding and patience
o Rigidity in personal world view can skew an interpretation and
cause friction

There were many suggestions on how students can increase their respect
and understanding of different cultures, clients, and situations. Travelling abroad
can show different types of humanity. Travelling can be cost-restrictive, but there

47

was also support for service in communities outside the interpreter’s own, to
widen one’s scope of humanity.
There were some final comments that asked for interpreters to just be
more human and to be kind to each other.

Self
The fourth theme was soft skills dealing with self. One of the top
responses in all four questions was that novice interpreters are not confident, or
are arrogant. It is noted that some novice interpreters may come across as
arrogant, as a coping mechanism to cover insecurity or incompetent. Appropriate
confidence in self and skills, and how to display that confidence, are needed.
“Confidence is definitely a skill that is lacking in entry level interpreters and often
causes them to forget their own autonomy” (participant response). It is also noted
that the interpreter must be willing to ask for help and accept it.
Other Soft Skills pertaining to Self:
•

Self-awareness
o Awareness of the impact they can make and are making
o Awareness of the “space” they are taking (with body, presence,
odor, noise)

•

Understanding personal limitations and boundaries
o Ability to advocate for themselves when limitations have been met
or boundaries have been encroached on

•

Motivation
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•

Accountability

•

Ability to maintain a life-work balance

•

Being a well-rounded person
o Continually wanting to learn
o “Curiosity is another trait that I think is very important. It's
impossible to know what you don't know, but with a little curiosity,
you can learn a little about a lot of things, which widens your world
and makes for a great interpreter” (participant response)

•

Ability to apply background knowledge to interpreting scenarios

•

Adaptability and flexibility
o An interpreting assignment can change settings, teams, or be
cancelled last minute, there needs to be flexibility and
understanding

•

Congeniality
o “People who have the quality of congeniality have a gift for getting
along with others” (participant response)

•

Self-monitoring of the product and of the presence

•

Able to apply “world/global” knowledge to various settings
There was emphatic advice that all interpreters, and especially new

interpreters, should be in therapy.
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The educational institution
The final theme was in the realm of education and development as it can
be applied to future curriculum and programs. “The best interpreters we have are
those who are well rounded and are able to experience a variety of working
environments” (participant response).
•

Emphasis on learning more
o More education in the sense of knowing more generally and gaining
more extralinguistic knowledge
o Requiring more English (or first language) courses


“Above-average spoken and written English is your
job” (participant response)

•

Mentoring
o Mentors are needed while in school and post-graduation

•

Practical practice
o Scenarios to be run and practiced outside of the neutral education
location
o Dynamic scenarios that would require a student to flex their soft
skills, rather than stagnate interpreting in front of a camera, or in a
class with no client dependent on them

•

Reflective practice
o “It is very hard to separate one's worth from one's product as an
interpreter… I would like to see that paradigm change in training
programs and in active practice among professionals. One way this
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can be achieved is by consistent self-recording and analysis of
interpreting work, to constantly be evaluating "the product" so as to
distance it from ourselves” (participant response)
o “The foremost skill lacking is in an ability to own the interpreted
product. This pervades other areas of working with colleagues such
as diminished product quality due to a lack of confidence,
defensiveness about accepting feedback, an inability to separate
oneself from the product one produces, and an inability to sit back
and think critically about the work” (participant response)
•

Teaming practices
o Practice teaming—how to team, how to debrief, how to prep for an
assignment together

•

Interviewing and application
o One respondent teaches interview classes and suggested
implementing something similar
o How to apply for an interpreting job
o Choosing source materials for work samples
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Chapter 5

CONCLUSION

Interpreting is a profession that is used in every corner of the globe. If
there are humans, and there is language, then any situation can become an
interpreting situation. Considering the dynamics of the innumerable possibilities
of an interpreting student, the critical question is: "Are graduates of interpreting
programs adequately prepared upon program completion?" The research set out
to explore the question and discover if interpreters need more than just language
to be competent and effective.
A cursory search for general graduate employment success yielded the
term “soft skills.” Further exploration found that soft skills are discussed across all
literature: books, magazines, newspapers, academic journals, podcasts. Not only
are soft skills being discussed at large, but professions across all fields are
calling for them (Anju, 2009; Carnochan, et al., 2014; Gokuladas & Menon, 2014;
Iyengar, 2015). An even more deliberate search showed that graduates are
missing soft skills, and this can even leave them unemployable despite their
academic backgrounds. There is an overwhelming amount of literature to be
found about the lack of soft skills, and as Chakraborty calls them, “educated
illiterates” (2009a).
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The literature review connects many of those voices in the publications
together to provide in-depth and all encompassed understanding of the terms
“hard skills” and “soft skills.”
This research set out to validate or disprove the theory that interpreters
need more than just linguistic competency. In addition to the literature available,
a survey was constructed to see if any skills could be identified to further the
discussion of what skills interpreters need. Literature concerning the definition of
soft skills was analyzed to reveal a bank of 170 traits and behaviors labeled as
“soft skills” (see Appendix A). The terms were collectively categorized, defined,
and refined to an operational total of 33. There is an understanding that people
interpret terms such as “empathy” or “humor” differently depending on their
mother language, culture, and background. To help synthesize the thought
processes of survey participants, the 33 terms included detailed definitions (see
Appendix B). There were four open ended questions at the end of the survey that
allowed participants to provide more information, clarify definitions, and add
comments.
The survey demonstrated that interpreters of all languages are better
practitioners when they are versed in soft skills. While there were skills that rated
higher, such as professionalism and situational awareness, all skills presented
were deemed desirable. The literature and open-ended questions discussed
several themes, but an overarching theme is that graduates need to be more
than academically trained; they need to be human.
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To achieve the successful teaching of soft skills, the literature discusses
using an active and collaborative approach instead of the classic system in which
the teacher imparts knowledge to the students. Student-centered teaching takes
a classroom from passive osmosis to active metamorphosis. When static hard
skills are blended with soft skills, they can be applied in a dynamic way. The use
of portfolios can be used to set specific, and cohort, goals. The portfolios become
a tangible representation of skill development and measurement. Survey
responses indicated that the addition of mentoring is needed. Using mentors is
an extension of social learning to further enrich students.
Future actions and studies would be to build courses and curricula in
student-centered approaches. This may involve schematic shifts in current
interpreting educators’ teaching philosophies. Building blended skill curricula
could also be assessed with a cohort or program portfolio.
A hard skill is reciting a poem; a soft skill is applying rhythm and cadence
to said poem. When an interpreter or, as indicated by the literature, any
professional is equipped with both, the product and the field are elevated. This
provides greater access for clients using different languages. Interpreters with
linguistic competency as well as the human component insure full accessibility to
the world.
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Appendix B
Definitions of soft skills provided on survey
Humor:
Having a sense of humor, using humor as a coping mechanism, ability to use
appropriate humor to bond, the ability to produce and/or receive humor.
Well-Rounded:
The ability to understand different contexts and meanings of language because
of general background knowledge; Extra Linguistic Knowledge (ELK); additional
world knowledge and skills; Versatility.
Empathy:
The ability to understand another’s feelings and emotions; the ability to connect
with a person based on that understanding.
Confidence:
Sure of self; trusting your abilities, ideas, opinions; Not in need of constant reassurance.
Humility:
The ability to be confident without being arrogant; the ability to not rank oneself in
comparison to others; to not view self as superior.
Ability to admit mistakes/accept responsibility:
The ability to admit if a mistake has been made; ability to admit if one is
unsure/do not know. Possesses the ability to “own” the mistake and accept
responsibility to rectify the situation.
Matches company culture:
The ability to fit in well with the established work culture, dynamics, and regional
idiosyncrasies.
Values Education for Professional and Personal Betterment (in self and
peers):
Promotes, values, and encourages education (formal and informal) for
professional and personal improvement in self and peers.
Professional Work Ethics and presentation:
Punctual; Time-management skills; able to complete the task at hand; follows the
rules, policies, and regulations established by the workplace, agency, or hiring
body. Displays personal hygiene, professional (or appropriate) clean clothing,
displays pride/self-respect in outward appearance.
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Teamwork:
The ability to work with team members constructively, cooperatively, and
supportively; able to successfully promote a productive, progressive, and safe
working environment.
Ability to receive feedback and/or criticism:
The ability to listen to expected and unexpected feedback with an open mind,
able to gracefully accept and not respond emotionally.
Ability to give feedback:
The ability to give feedback that is constructive, versus critical, about the
work/project/situation, not the person.
Emotional Intelligence/Maturity:
The ability to understand and differentiate a wide scope of emotions in self and
others. The ability to effectively communicate and receive communication about
feelings/emotions (positive or negative); ability to properly manage emotions.
Cultural Awareness and Sensitivity:
Recognizing that one’s culture, belief systems, biases, and social norms are
established on an individual basis. Recognizing cultures outside one’s own, and
being aware that there are similarities and differences in values, learning, biases,
and experiences without placing a value scale or ranking system, as doing so
could lead to oppression.
Adaptability and Flexibility:
The ability to modify plans when a need arises; ability to fluidly modify schedule,
team, client, etc., willing to compromise, potentially as far as to conform.
Decision Making Abilities:
Ability to make choices that are well-informed, taking in the perspective of
multiple stakeholders, and able to justify/defend/support your choices.
Doesn't Gossip:
Does not actively engage in the listening and/or spreading of gossip; whether it
be true stories, personal business, or false information. Does not instigate others
in the telling and spreading of stories.
Positive Attitude:
The ability to have a positive (in contrast to a negative) perspective. A positive
attitude can be portrayed as a willingness, looking for an outcome to be a
success versus a failure; friendly, and/or encouraging.
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Conflict Resolution:
The ability to help de-escalate or defuse a conflict with coworkers or clients. The
ability to alleviate a perceived conflict, or to de-escalate a situation prior to
becoming a conflict.
Dependability:
Being able to be “counted on”; the ability to be relied on.
Situational Awareness:
The ability to “feel out the vibe” of a situation such as recognizing if members of
the situation are tense, grieving, angry, happy, etc. or if there are power
dynamics in play. The ability to recognize different registers, vocabulary, tone,
and attitude of the interpreted dialogue.
Stress Management:
Ability to maintain composure and function in high pressure situations and/or
settings; Ability to cope with stress appropriately.
Patience:
The ability to tolerate and/or accept changes, trials, struggles, annoyances, or
other ailments without complaint, or losing control of emotions.
Respect:
The behavior of being courteous to self, and to others’ space, person, time, etc.,
treating others kindly, humanely, and with dignity.
Self-Monitoring:
The ability to work by oneself, to keep self in check for errors, omissions,
correctness, and task management.
Self-Motivated:
The ability to do tasks without external motivation; ability to pursue personal
improvement without external motivation.
Interpersonal Communication Skills:
The ability to build rapport with individuals; ability to form a connection; ability to
pick up nonverbal cues. The ability to listen, to pay attention when another
person is communicating, to be able to allow others the opportunity to
communicate.
Written Communication Skills:
The ability to construct messages in written form such as emails, memos,
proposals, and/or presentations that display strong English and communication
skills.

71

Balance:
The ability to balance professional and personal life/roles. Ability to maintain
personal life to prevent burnout, ability to maintain professional life without
personal details interfering.
Critical Thinking:
The ability to critically think about something by analyzing, using prediction skills,
recalling information, and utilizing logical reasoning. The ability to recognize and
understand other perspectives aside from own; the ability to view the world in
more than just what is in front of you.
Tenacity:
Endurance and perseverance; Displays continued effort regardless of struggles,
discouragement, or failure.
Leadership:
The ability to effectively utilize input from resources to chart a course of action
and to efficiently utilize people and resources to achieve the desired goals.
Customer Service:
Providing a service, i.e. interpreting, that results in the recipient feeling genuinely
valued.
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Soft Skill Survey
Dear Colleague,
My name is Elizabeth Crane and I am a master’s degree student at Western Oregon University
in the College of Education under the supervision of Amanda Smith. I am conducting a
research study seeking to understand interpreters’ soft skill sets from the employer’s
perspective. This research study is designed to identify what soft skills are desirable in an
interpreter, skills in addition to linguistic competency, from the hiring entities perspective. For
this study, a "soft skill" is defined as a skill set, trait, or quality in addition to the technical
interpreting skills and certifications.
I am inviting your participation as an interpreter hiring body. The participation consists of a
twenty minute, three part survey. The survey contains a list of 33 soft skills that were
collected through literature review and field tests. The skills are listed with a 1 5 Likert scale
of how important your company views these skills. The second portion of the survey lists the
entire soft skill bank and asks you to select the top 5 10 soft skills. The third portion includes
four open ended questions. Your participation will take approximately 20 minutes; you must
be 18 or older to participate in this study.
There are no known immediate benefits from participation. However, seeing which soft skills
are viewed as important from the hiring entities standpoint can assist and direct the
development of workshops, publications, coursework and curriculum in the interpreting field.
This could benefit current and future interpreters, the communities that they serve, and the
hiring entities.
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts to your participation. Your participation in this
study is voluntary. There is no penalty if you choose not to participate or to withdraw from the
study at any time. If you choose to withdraw from the study, all data collected from you will be
destroyed through deletion of files. The data from this study will be stored for five years.
The results of this study will be used in my Master’s thesis, and may be used in presentations,
publications, and course work/curriculum development, but personal information and entity
names will not be known or used.
If you have any questions concerning the research study or the results, please contact me via
email at:
. My faculty advisor, Amanda Smith, can be reached at
. If you have any questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this
research, or if you feel you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the
Institutional Review Board at (503) 838 9200 or irb@wou.edu.
Thank you for your time and investment in the interpreting field,
Elizabeth Crane
Master’s student
College of Education
Western Oregon University
Clicking “Continue” below indicates that you are 18 years of age or older, and indicates your
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consent to participate in this survey.

* Required

Demographics
1.

What settings does your company provide interpreting services for? (Select all
that apply)

*

Check all that apply.
Education K 12
Post Secondary Education (College, Trade Schools)
Medical
Consultative
Community/Various settings
Video Relay
Legal
Mental Health
Performing Arts
Other:

2.

What languages (Signed and Spoken) does your company provide interpretation *
for?

3.

*Optional* If you provide services for signed languages, what is your hearing
status (e.g., hearing, Deaf, hard of hearing)?
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4.

Are you a working interpreter? *
Check all that apply.
Yes
No
Other:

5.

In which state is your company located? *
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6.

Where does your company provide services? (Select all that apply) *
Check all that apply.
Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California
Colorado
Connecticut
Delaware
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana
Nebraska
Nevada
New Hampshire
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon
Pennslyvania
Rhode Island
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9.

Well-Rounded *
The ability to understand different contexts and meanings of language because of general background
knowledge; Extra Linguistic Knowledge (ELK); additional world knowledge and skills; Versatility.

Mark only one oval.
2

1

3

4

5

Not important

10.

Extremely important (Critical)

Empathy *
The ability to understand another s feelings and emotions; the ability to connect with a person based on
that understanding.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

11.

Extremely important (Critical)

Confidence *
Sure of self; trusting your abilities, ideas, opinions; Not in need of constant re-assurance.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

12.

Extremely important (Critical)

Humility *
The ability to be confident without being arrogant; the ability to not rank oneself in comparison to others;
to not view self as superior.

Mark only one oval.
1
Not Important

2

3

4

5
Extremely important (Critical)
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13.

Ability to admit mistakes/accept responsibility *
The ability to admit if a mistake has been made; ability to admit if one is unsure/do not know. Possesses
the ability to “own the mistake and accept responsibility to rectify the situation. The ability to sincerely
apologize when needed.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

14.

Extremely important (Critical)

Matches company culture *
The ability to fit in well with the established work culture, dynamics, and regional idiosyncrasies.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

15.

Extremely important (Critical)

Professional work ethics and presentation *
Punctual; Time-management skills; able to complete the task at hand; follows the rules, policies, and
regulations established by the workplace, agency, or hiring body. Displays personal hygiene, professional
(or appropriate) clean clothing, displays pride/self-respect in outward appearance.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

16.

Extremely important (Critical)

Teamwork *
The ability to work with team members constructively, cooperatively, and supportively; able to
successfully promote a productive, progressive, and safe working environment.

Mark only one oval.
1
Not Important

2

3

4

5
Extremely important (Critical)
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17.

Ability to receive feedback and/or criticism *
The ability to listen to expected and unexpected feedback with an open mind, able to gracefully accept
and not respond emotionally.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

18.

Extremely important (Critical)

Ability to give feedback *
The ability to give feedback that is constructive, versus critical, about the work/project/situation, not the
person.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

19.

Extremely important (Critical)

Emotional Intelligence/Maturity *
The ability to understand and differentiate a wide scope of emotions in self and others. The ability to
effectively communicate and receive communication about feelings/emotions (positive or negative);
ability to properly manage emotions.

Mark only one oval.
1
Not Important

2

3

4

5
Extremely important (Critical)
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20.

Cultural Awareness and Sensitivity *
Recognizing that one s culture, belief systems, biases, and social norms are established on an individual
basis. Recognizing cultures outside one s own, and being aware that there are similarities and differences
in values, learning, biases, and experiences without placing a value scale or ranking system, as doing so
could lead to oppression.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

21.

Extremely important (Critical)

Adaptability and Flexibility *
The ability to modify plans when a need arises; ability to fluidly modify schedule, team, client, etc., willing
to compromise, potentially as far as to conform.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

22.

Extremely important (Critical)

Decision Making Abilities *
Ability to make choices that are well-informed, taking in the perspective of multiple stakeholders, and able
to justify/defend/support your choices.

Mark only one oval.
1
Not Important

2

3

4

5
Extremely important (Critical)
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23.

Doesn't Gossip *
Does not actively engage in the listening and/or spreading of gossip; whether it be true stories, personal
business, or false information. Does not instigate others in the telling and spreading of stories.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

24.

Extremely important (Critical)

Positive Attitude *
The ability to have a positive (in contrast to a negative) perspective. A positive attitude can be portrayed
as a willingness, looking for an outcome to be a success versus a failure; friendly, and/or encouraging.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

25.

Extremely important (Critical)

Conflict Resolution *
The ability to help de-escalate or defuse a conflict with co-workers or clients. The ability to alleviate a
perceived conflict, or to de-escalate a situation prior to becoming a conflict.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

26.

Extremely important (Critical)

Dependability *
Being able to be “counted on ; the ability to be relied on.

Mark only one oval.
1
Not Important

2

3

4

5
Extremely important (Critical)
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27.

Situational Awareness *
The ability to “feel out the vibe of a situation such as recognizing if members of the situation are tense,
grieving, angry, happy, etc. or if there are power-dynamics in play. The ability to recognize different
registers, vocabulary, tone, and attitude of the interpreted dialogue.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

28.

Extremely important (Critical)

Stress Management *
Ability to maintain composure and function in high pressure situations and/or settings; Ability to cope
with stress appropriately.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

29.

Extremely important (Critical)

Patience *
The ability to tolerate and/or accept changes, trials, struggles, annoyances, or other ailments without
complaint, or losing control of emotions.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

30.

Extremely important (Critical)

Respect *
The behavior of being courteous to self, and to others space, person, time, etc., treating others kindly,
humanely, and with dignity.

Mark only one oval.
1
Not Important

2

3

4

5
Extremely important (Critical)
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31.

Self Monitoring *
The ability to work by oneself, to keep self in check for errors, omissions, correctness, and task
management.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

32.

Extremely important (Critical)

Self Motivated *
The ability to do tasks without external motivation; ability to pursue personal improvement without
external motivation.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

33.

Extremely important (Critical)

Interpersonal Communication Skills *
The ability to build rapport with individuals; ability to form a connection; ability to pick up nonverbal cues.
The ability to listen, to pay attention when another person is communicating, to be able to allow others
the opportunity to communicate.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

34.

Extremely important (Critical)

Written Communication Skills *
The ability to construct messages in written form such as emails, memos, proposals, and/or
presentations that display strong English and communication skills.

Mark only one oval.
1
Not Important

2

3

4

5
Extremely important (Critical)
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35.

Balance *
The ability to balance professional and personal life/roles. Ability to maintain personal life to prevent
burnout, ability to maintain professional life without personal details interfering.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

36.

Extremely important (Critical)

Critical Thinking *
The ability to critically think about something by analyzing, using prediction skills, recalling information,
and utilizing logical reasoning. The ability to recognize and understand other perspectives aside from
own; the ability to view the world in more than just what is in front of you.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

37.

Extremely important (Critical)

Tenacity *
Endurance and perseverance; Displays continued effort regardless of struggles, discouragement, or
failure.

Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

Not Important

38.

Extremely important (Critical)

Leadership *
The ability to effectively utilize input from resources to chart a course of action and to efficiently utilize
people and resources to achieve the desired goals.

Mark only one oval.
1
Not Important

2

3

4

5
Extremely important (Critical)

86

87

88

89

90

